THE  REVOLUTION

5THE    CIVIL    CONSTITUTION    OF    THE    CLERGY

While proclaiming the right to religious liberty, the Assembly
regarded the Catholic religion as the natural religion of the
French. But most of its members, having been brought up to
accept the Galilean doctrine, recognized the Government's power
of regulating the material organization of the Church. In order
to meet the financial crisis, it first resolved, as early as 1789, to
place cat the disposal of the nation' all the property of ecclesiastical
establishments, episcopal sees, parishes, abbeys, and congregations.
Next it abolished perpetual vows, allowed monks and nuns to
leave the convents, and closed most religious houses as being
useless. It maintained the bishops and parish priests, but tried
to subject them to the same regime as the secular authorities by
deciding that they should be elected by the same electors as the
administrative bodies, and that the diocese should coincide with
the department, which made it necessary to abolish some forty
dioceses.

The prestige of the Papacy was very much weakened at that
time; after fruitless negotiations with the pope, the Assembly voted
the new organization of the clergy in the form of a law without
waiting for his consent, and ordered the bishops and priests to
take the oath to observe the 'Civil Constitution of the Clergy*.
The pope was already annoyed at the revolt of his subjects in
Avignon, who had demanded the annexation of their country to
France; he now condemned the Civil Constitution and forbade
the clergy to submit to it. Almost all the bishops and most of the
parish priests obeyed the pope and refused to take the oath; these
were called the non-juring or refractory priests (insermenUs or
rtfratfaires}. Those who took the oath, known as the jurors or
constitutional priests (assermentis or constitutionnels), were supported
by the authorities and placed in possession of the churches.

The refractory priests regarded it as their duty to continue to
celebrate the rites of religion; the authorities prevented them from
doing so and tried to replace them by constitutional priests. It
was now evident how powerful was the influence of the priests
over the French people. Most believers, especially the peasants
and women, turned in horror from the Mass celebrated by the
constitutional priests, who had been declared schismatic, and, in
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